What is the duration of the influence of information perceived without awareness? Some studies suggest a duration of only a few seconds whereas others suggest a duration of hours, days, or weeks. To further investigate this question, we used a variant of the inattentional blindness paradigm (Mack & Rock, 1998). In three experiments, participants viewed briefly presented visual displays consisting of both a centrally located word and a peripherally located cross with unequal vertical and horizontal arms. Awareness of the words was varied by requiring participants either to read the word and then judge which arm of the cross was longer, or the reverse. Perception of the words was assessed using three-letter stems (e.g., pho ) of each word (e.g., phone), with participants instructed to complete the stem to make any word other than one previously presented. Success in following the instructions indicates that a word was perceived with awareness; failure indicates that a word was perceived without awareness. Memory for information perceived without awareness lasted for at least 32 minutes, and was strong following all retention intervals. These findings are consistent with previous studies suggesting that memory for information perceived without awareness can last for hours or days.
Introduction
What is the duration of information perceived without awareness? This is a critically important question. Given that perception without awareness is now a firmly established phenomenon (see Merikle, Smilek, & Eastwood, 2001 ), an answer to this question is relevant for deciding just how important an influence perception without awareness may be on the way people consciously experience the world. If the influence of perception without awareness only lasts for a few seconds, then perception without awareness may not have particularly important consequences. In contrast, if the influence or impact of perception without awareness lasts for hours or days, then perception without awareness may have important consequences regarding how people consciously experience the world about them.
In this chapter, we first describe a series of experiments in which the duration of the impact of information perceived without awareness was assessed over retention intervals ranging from a few seconds to 32 minutes. The results of these experiments show that information perceived without awareness persists in memory for at least 32 minutes, and suggest that information perceived without awareness may persist in memory for considerably longer periods of time. We next review the evidence from studies of memory for information presented to surgical patients during general anaesthesia. The results of these studies show that memory for information perceived without awareness can last for hours or even days following surgery. Thus, the evidence from two very different types of studies shows that information perceived without awareness can persist in memory for considerable periods of time.
Finally, we consider why the findings from other studies (e.g., Greenwald, Draine, & Abrams, 1996) suggest that the impact of information perceived without awareness may only persist in memory for periods of time lasting no more than a second. We suggest that these very different conclusions are the consequence of the way awareness is measured. In our studies and in studies of memory for events during anaesthesia, awareness was assessed using subjective measures, whereas in other studies, awareness has been assessed using objective measures. We suggest that subjective measures provide a more accurate measure of the presence or absence of awareness than is provided by objective measures.
Studies of memory for information perceived without awareness
Our studies were based on a methodology adapted from Mack and Rock's (1998) studies of inattentional blindness. Figure 1 shows examples of the displays used by Mack and Rock in many of their studies. On each trial, participants viewed a series of three displays: fixation, stimulus, and mask. Each stimulus display contained a cross with either a longer vertical or a longer horizontal arm presented in one of the quadrants. Both the location of the cross and the arm which was longer varied randomly on each trial.
